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Introduction 
Globally there is a growing cultural shift to 
more sustainable urban lifestyles (Newman 
and Kenworthy, 2011). The negative effects 
of sprawl and automobile dependence are 
now widely accepted, with current trends 
illustrating that limits, both environmentally 
and socially, are being reached in cities 
around the world and that citizens and 
planners are seeking alternatives to 
problems of urban form and transport. 
Vehicle use is decreasing in developed cities 
(Brookings Institution Metropolitan Program, 
2008; Newman and Kenworthy, 2011). 
Citizens are seeking other alternatives to 
transport, including a cultural shift to more 
urban locations, particularly creative, vibrant 
cities, and locations that enable less car-
dependent lifestyles (Newman & Newman, 
2006). These shifts have profound impacts 
on how cities and transportation 
infrastructure has to be planned and 
designed. To be economically, socially and 
environmentally viable, cities have ultimately 
to reduce their inefficiencies and 
consumption of finite resources. This means 
increasing the use of non-motorised travel 
modes and emphasises the need to examine 
and envisage what we want our current 
cities to be, working within context-specific 
solutions.  
Australian cities are part of this transition. 
Danish academic, architect and urban 
designer Jan Gehl and his firm Gehl 
Architects have been working in many 
Australian cities to help create more 
sustainable and vibrant city centres. Gehl is 
one of the most internationally recognised 
urban designers with substantial 
contributions in over 40 cities around the 
world. He has continued and expanded on 
the humanistic, organic urban design 
developed, researched and practiced during 
the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s in 
Copenhagen (Gehl and Gemzøe, 1996). 
Beginning in Australia he has been 
discovered globally and is now working in 
the world’s main cities including London, 
New York, San Francisco and increasingly in 
Chinese and Indian cities. His work is a 
reaction to Modernism and its expression in 
car-based planning. His approach is to use a 
technique, Public Spaces Public Life (PSPL) 
survey, focused on bringing people’s use of 
streets and city spaces to the forefront of 
urban concerns. The PSPL surveys provide 
the support for a city centred on ideas of 
pedestrian-based transport planning and 
urban design (Gehl, 2010).  
 
Gehl’s urban design theory is a reaction to 
how cities have been designed for vehicular 
movement and function, rather than for 
people who are inherently pedestrians, 
especially in city centres. The economic 
potency and vibrancy of walkable city 
centres is now well recognised (Glaeser, 
2011). Yet, the ideas of car-based planning 
are still prevalent in most city planning and 
design departments today through the 
manuals used by traffic engineers and are 
embedded in town planning schemes. Gehl 
attempts to replace the ideas and the 
practices with explicitly humanist rather than 
car-based design, and to provide a 
quantitative base that can allow cities to 
compare themselves in how well they 
perform on this set of walkability criteria. Jan 
Gehl and his firm, Gehl Architects, work to 
create not only positive assistance to 
pedestrians and cyclists in the form of better 
infrastructure for them, but to make city 
spaces walkable and inviting for people to 
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want to stay and enjoy the life of the city 
that they help to create.  
Gehl has developed an urban design 
practice, the PSPL surveys, that provide a 
quick, efficient, universal and effective 
evaluation technique for assessing 
pedestrian needs and use in city centres 
based on observations and follow-up 
surveys. Their work has a clear policy-
relevant analysis, in reports that highlight 
the imbalance caused by automobile-
oriented city design and how to move 
towards a more walkable city. Gehl and Gehl 
Architects have worked in many major 
Australian cities, including Melbourne (1994, 
2004) and Melbourne Docklands (2011), 
Perth (2004 and 2009a), Adelaide (2002, 
2011),1 Sydney (2007), Brisbane (2009b), 
Hobart (2010) and Launceston (2011).2 This 
paper will focus on Melbourne and Perth, and 
then briefly report on the surveys in Sydney, 
Brisbane, Hobart and Adelaide. 
 
PSPL Surveys 
Jan Gehl is widely acknowledged for his use 
of social science research methods to study 
human-built environment interactions that 
provide statistical analysis (the ‘numbers’), 
while also explaining in detail how spaces are 
being used—and by whom. In his urban 
design practice, he is one of very few 
designers who rely heavily on empirical 
research. At the heart of Gehl’s method is 
continuous and systematic observation of 
how people use public space. In effect, the 
method revolves around examining existing 
issues, implementing improvements and 
then re-examining the area as an iterative 
process. A core component of his research is 
a grouping of surveys collectively referred to 
as Public Spaces Public Life (PSPL) surveys. 
The PSPL surveys are part data-logs about 
cities, part examinations, part commentaries 






recommendations. Gehl pioneered the PSPL 
method in Copenhagen in the 1960s (with 
his first major survey in 1968) and has since 
conducted these surveys in cities 
internationally. The PSPL surveys enable 
cities to collect data and information on 
public life, to see how people currently use 
city spaces, to track the results of design 
changes, to modify these as necessary, and 
to envisage solutions to enable better 
functioning of cities and spaces.  
 
Gehl’s PSPL method involves both qualitative 
and quantitative surveys of city centres 
primarily using observational techniques 
centred on quantitative pedestrian and 
activity counts. The surveys are principally 
concerned with levels of activity in and use 
of the city centre spaces, the existing 
quality, rhythms and characteristics of the 
centre’s public spaces. The PSPL surveys 
involve three parts: 
 
1. Public space analysis: focus on 
the quality of the public space. 
2. Public life analysis: focus on use 
of public space. This provides a 
baseline for further studies and 
enables analysis of changes, 
along with benchmarking 
against other cities. 
3. Summary and strategic 
recommendations: based on the 
analysis, including suggestions 
of pilot projects to increase 
public life. 
The surveys are focused on the walkability 
and urban design of the pedestrian realm 
and are adapted to fit the distinctive 
requirements, conditions and needs of 
individual cities. The surveys provide a ‘big 
picture’, a story, of how people are treated in 
the city, comparing them to other cities 
where the PSPL surveys have been 
conducted. The reports establish the current 
conditions of the public space and public life 
in order to develop holistic planning and 
transport decisions regarding public spaces 
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and infrastructure, to implement and monitor 
changes and adapt responses as necessary.  
Results of the PSPL surveys 
Gehl’s and Gehl Architects’ PSPL surveys 
have all shown cities what they can do to 
help pedestrians; many cities have 
implemented enough of these 
recommendations to make them go back and 
evaluate their success by conducting a 
further PSPL survey. These reveal that 
planning for pedestrians can influence 
walkability levels, either increasing the use 
of public spaces (as in many of the cities) or 
the opposite: enabling the spreading out of 
use in areas that are overcrowded (Gehl, 
2010; Gehl Architects, 2002; Gehl & 
Gemzøe, 1996). Gehl has demonstrated, 
particularly within the Australian context, 
through the changes in Melbourne and also 
in Perth, that with each improvement to the 
pedestrian environment comes an increase 
in the level of activity in the city spaces. 
These results are outlined below.  
 
The PSPL surveys also help to facilitate 
positive changes in cities and in planning and 
design policy. Of particular notice is the cost 
saving to cities of increasing the mode share 
of walking and cycling. In Copenhagen the 
City determined that every kilometre 
conducted by bicycle in Copenhagen 
effectively gives the City of Copenhagen 
US25 cents in health and road maintenance 
savings, whereas every kilometre driven 
costs the City of Copenhagen US16 cents 
(American Society of Landscape Architects, 
2011).  
 
These changes have occurred in cities with 
governments and communities of all political 
persuasions and reflect what could be called 
a ‘universality’ of his approach. This is 
particularly evident within the Australian 
cities in which he worked. The surveys have 
been able to be reproduced by others 
outside of Gehl Architects and have been 
adaptable to varying scales and contexts, 
including non-western cities. 
There is, however, a limit to what a survey 
alone can achieve. The surveys place a high 
demand on human resources, which can 
result in errors and subjective judgements, 
opening them up to different results, 
observations, and other human errors such 
as miscounts. Researchers can overcome 
some of the subjective results and possible 
human errors by combining different surveys 
to provide a broader snapshot of city life. 
Gehl Architects are very aware of this issue 
and have tried to address the shortcomings 
of their surveys.  
The remainder of this paper provides an 
overview of the PSPL surveys conducted in 
Melbourne and Perth, concluding with a brief 
report of the results of the surveys in 
Sydney, Brisbane, Hobart and Adelaide. 
Melbourne and Perth were chosen because 
they provide a good case study of the PSPL 
work and changes because they have had 
follow-up surveys (Adelaide’s 2011 survey 
report is not yet released). 
Melbourne, 1994 and 2004 
The changes within the City of Melbourne 
show perhaps the most dramatic results of 
all the Australian cities, illustrating how 
positive changes to the public realm can 
result in increases in walking and life within 
a city. In 1993-94, Gehl, along with the City 
of Melbourne, conducted a PSPL survey of 
Melbourne’s city centre. A follow-up survey 
was conducted in 2004 enabling a decade of 
work to be evaluated (Gehl Architects, 
2004). The PSPL surveys and the 
recommendations ensuing from them served 
as a guide for actions and policies, 
particularly providing a benchmark from 
which the city could judge its progress 
(Beatley & Newman, 2009). The combination 
of the two surveys enables the City of 
Melbourne to measure and monitor the 
success, or otherwise, of changes and to 
claim on the basis of its clear success to be 
one of the world’s most liveable and 
attractive cities (Adams, 2005).  
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Some of the major changes in the Melbourne 
city centre between the two surveys (1994 
and 2004) include the following: 
 
• A dramatic growth in the number of 
city centre residents—from 1008 in 
1992 to approximately 9,375 in 
2002;  
• An increase in pedestrian traffic: the 
number of pedestrians in the city 
centre on weekdays in the evening 
has increased 98 percent (from 
45,868 in 1993 to 90,690 in 2004), 
and daytime traffic has increased by 
39 percent (from 190,772 in 1993 to 
265,428 in 2004);  
• The number of people spending time 
in the city increased dramatically in 
many locations;  
• An increase in public space by 71 
percent via creation of new squares, 
promenades and parks (From 42,260 
m2 in 1994 to 72,200m2 plus 
Birrarung Marr Park’s 69,200m2 in 
2004);  
• More places to sit and pause, with an 
increase in cafés and restaurants 
(from 95 in 1994 to 356 in 2004), a 
threefold increase in café seats (from 
in 1,940 in 1993 to 5,380 in 2004) 
and an integrated street furniture 
collection; and 
• Improved streets for public life, 
including the revitalization of a 
network of lanes and arcades (Gehl 
Architects, 2004). 
In addition, the City of Melbourne has taken 
a number of steps to restore and strengthen 
the city’s traditional grid pattern, including 
activating mid-block alleys as pedestrian 
spaces. The City of Melbourne has placed a 
40-metre height limit on its core, ensuring 
that the city’s public spaces receive adequate 
sunlight and has established policies to 
encourage mixed use development, 
especially small business uses, outdoor cafés 
and restaurants, and to encourage buildings 
to appropriately and openly connect with 
public spaces. The City of Melbourne has 
actively encouraged residential development, 
including developing their own residential 
demonstration projects, as well as 
implementing greening and public art 
strategies. The City of Melbourne also placed 
considerable emphasis on redesigning 
footpaths, including planting 500 street trees 
annually. 
 
The Melbourne example dramatically 
demonstrates the effects of the surveys and 
a city introducing a public space strategy. 
Beatley and Newman contend that 
Melbourne has emerged as “a remarkable 
case study in an emerging pedestrian city, 
having shown some dramatic, positive 
change in its pedestrian character and public 
sphere in the relatively short span of twenty 
years” (2009, p.134).  
 
Not all places that have had a PSPL survey 
demonstrate such dramatic results. 
However, most illustrate an increased 
awareness about creating a friendly and 
inviting public realm. Melbourne has been 
successful because of its focus on intimate 
spaces, on street details and what people 
experience in the streets, rather than on 
‘amazing architecture’, or the ‘Bilbao effect’. 
From all the public space changes Melbourne 
has become a ‘brand’. It is consistently 
named in the top great cities of the world 
but not many people can say why it is 
famous. Now it is famous for the experience 
of place and celebration of urban culture. 
Gehl, in a StreetFilm in 2008, asserts that 
the “overriding lesson” from Melbourne is 
“that even if you are a city in the new world 
with wide streets, with a car culture, the 
whole thing geared for rushing from A to B, 
if you are willing to give people the space 
they need, give the bicycles the space they 
need, then you can have a complete change 
of behaviour” (Eckerson Jr, 2008). 
 
The next step for Melbourne is to continue to 
improve the city, including increasing 
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residential capacity (Adams, 2011). As the 
2004 report points out, although Melbourne 
has improved dramatically in terms of street 
life, there is always more work to do (Gehl 
Architect, 2004b). Melbourne now has a 
formal research programme for public space 
and public life. 
 
Perth, 1994 and 2009 
Gehl and colleagues conducted the first PSPL 
survey in Perth in 1994 followed by a new 
survey in 2009. The primary surveys 
conducted in both were pedestrian counts, 
stationary activity counts, street frontages 
assessments, and test walks.  
The 1994 survey determined that there was 
“no invitation for walking, and certainly no 
great invitation to walk for the pleasure of 
walking—to promenade through the city” 
particularly as “waiting times in front of 
traffic lights will account for 35-40 percent of 
the total trip time” (Gehl, 1994, p.9). At the 
time, they determined that “the city heart of 
Perth is tiny…probably the smallest for a city 
of its size. It has the character of an over-
sized department store” (Gehl, 1994, p.v). 
The survey revealed that the mall system 
used in Perth (and other Australian cities) 
was “conceived not as walking routes but as 
isolated pedestrian places in a car traffic 
dominated city centre”. The malls were 
essentially “conceived as concentrated 
shopping malls”, rather than pedestrian 
networks, with the malls not really 
connecting important destinations (Gehl, 
1994, p.9).  
 
As a result of these surveys and analysis a 
series of recommendations were made to 
enable the city centre to be transformed. 
Fifteen years later the follow up survey 
findings reflected the result of many changes 
within the city and revealed the following 
changes from the 1994 survey to the 2009 
survey:  
 
• Improved conditions to walk and 
spend time in the city, resulting in 13 
percent more daytime pedestrian 
traffic (from 132,650 in 1993 to 
150,100 in 2009);  
• 57 percent more stationary activities 
during the day, with 37 percent more 
in the evenings;  
• 15 percent more bench seats (from 
1,725 bench seats in 1993 to 1,988 
bench seats in 2008);  
• 190 percent more outdoor cafés 
(from 48 in 1993 to 140 in 2008) 
and 74 percent more café seats 
(from 1,940 seats in 1993 to 3,390 
seats in 2008);  
• 1576 more street trees; and  
• 34 percent more people traveling to 
work by public transport than in 
1994 (Gehl Architects, 2009a). 
The survey also highlighted areas that 
needed improvement and established a 
baseline figure against which changes could 
be measured. Amongst other issues, the 
Perth surveys highlighted the absence of 
people walking and spending time in the city 
at night and on weekends. The Saturday 
pedestrian count was only 62 percent of the 
weekday pedestrian count and the night-
time pedestrian numbers had only increased 
by 3 percent in the fifteen years between the 
surveys, even though the numbers of 
residents had increased. The report 
acknowledged that the city’s streets 
generally perform well in terms of 
accessibility for people with mobility 
impairments. However, the city lacked 
appropriate spaces for children, youth and 
older people, particularly in regards to 
spaces for ‘play’ and in social places for older 
people. The surveys identified a need to 
invite more residents and students into the 
city through the provision of amenities to 
enable the creation of a ‘24-hour’ city (Gehl 
Architects, 2009).  
 
In addition, the surveys highlighted that the 
Perth city centre still retained the shopping 
centre concept that it had in 1994 and that 
this needed to be replaced with a people 
  
35                                                                W o r l d   T r a n s p o r t   P o l i c y   a n d   P r a c t i c e    
V o l u m e   1 7 . 4   J a n u a r y   2 0 1 2    
 
centre concept. Many of the existing 
functions and the corresponding built form 
could be anywhere and many of the unique 
aspects of Perth (topographical, 
environmental and architectural) were 
ignored, particularly the river, the foreshore 
and historic buildings within the city centre. 
In addition, the Modernist ideology and land 
use patterns of separation of uses were still 
prevalent, with what Gehl described as “beer 
here, culture here, shopping here and 
government here” (Gehl Architects, 2009). 
The report concluded that the existing land 
use divisions within the city had altered only 
slightly in the prevailing fifteen years. 
In addition, the reported highlighted that 
although the City had done much to invite 
pedestrians and cyclists into the city through 
the provision of cycle lanes and widening of 
many footpaths, more still needed to be 
done, particularly with the creation of 
complete pedestrian and bicycle networks 
that connect to the wider region.  
 
The work of Gehl has been in the city centre 
but others have used his techniques and 
applied them to smaller, suburban centres in 
Perth, including Fremantle and Midland 
(Matan, 2007; Roberts Day Pty Ltd., 2010). 
 
Other Australian city surveys 
 
Sydney, 2007 
The PSPL survey from the City of Sydney 
(2007) illustrates a city dominated by cars 
and congestion. The surveys highlight a lack 
of balance between the transport modes and 
disconnected public spaces (Gehl Architects, 
2007). As part of turning this around, Gehl 
Architects continue to advise the City of 
Sydney to create a more people-friendly city 
(Gehl et al, 2011). The influence of Gehl is 
particularly noticeable in the refurbishment 
of the central city’s Pitt St Mall (a pedestrian, 
car-free area), the creation of a pedestrian 
priority network connecting major areas 
throughout the city and the implementation 
of a 200 kilometre bike network by 2016, all 
as part of the ‘Sustainable Sydney 2030’ 
plan (City of Sydney, 2011). 
 
Brisbane, 2008 
Gehl Architects conducted a PSPL survey of 
Brisbane City Centre in 2008. The survey 
here along with pedestrian counts had a 
focus on cycling. The survey determined that 
Brisbane had a focus on car-dependency, a 
lack of attractive pedestrian and bicycle 
facilities and a lack of diversity in age groups 
using the city. The surveys provided a base-
line figure for numerous pilot projects 
focused on increasing walking and bicycling 
within areas of the city. Some of the 
recommendations provided by Gehl 
Architects include: increasing density and 
reducing car dependency, reducing driving, 
providing a more people-oriented, safe and 
inclusive city; improving connectivity; 
improving conditions for walking; introducing 
cycling on a city-wide scale; amongst others.  
The PSPL report informs the development of 
the ‘River City Blueprint’ aimed at increasing 
the sustainability, liveability and activity of 
the city, along with guiding the Queensland 
Government on other major planning 
initiatives (Brisbane City Council, 2011).  
 
Hobart, 2010 
The Hobart PSPL survey praises the natural 
setting and gentle built form of Hobart, 
however recommends a “broom and a 
steady hand” is needed to enable users of 
the city to be able to celebrate these unique 
features. The task of the PSPL survey in 
Hobart is to provide a vision for the city of a 
vibrant people-first city with a 21st Century 
transportation system. The PSPL provides 
the base-line pedestrian figures from which 
any future changes can be measured (Gehl 
Architects, 2010). 
 
Adelaide, 2002 (2011 yet to be 
released)  
Gehl Architects conducted a survey in 
Adelaide in 2002 and are currently 
undertaking a follow up survey as part of the 
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Government of South Australia’s community 
dialogue program. The focus in Adelaide is 
working on creating a better balance 
between the modes, especially increasing the 
bike riding of all inclusive users, so that it is 
not just men but also women, children and 
elderly. In addition, the follow up survey 
reveals that the city has disjointed footpaths 
and long pedestrian waits at intersections, 
with many minor pedestrian interruptions. 
Furthermore, the City has 41,000 car 
parking spaces, with the generosity of car-
parking creating lots of traffic and much of 
the car parking being underutilised. The 
2011 report provides a vision, aimed at 
freeing up the city centre from car parking, 
moving some of it to the extremities, and 
using the resulting space for other uses. In 
addition the report aims at supporting an 
inclusive transport system (Henriette 




Gehl’s work resonates with a sense of 
responsibility and optimism aimed at 
creating a more walkable and vibrant city 
centre. Local government architects and 
planners have a responsibility to create and 
enable sustainable lifestyles and this 
underlies each of the PSPL surveys described 
providing practical policy options for them to 
implement. The work and theories of Gehl 
returns to the very core of urban design and 
sustainable transport planning as the design 
of cities to maximise the diversity of 
exchange, while minimising travel needs, 
continually bringing people to the forefront. 
This explicitly humanist, pro-urban and pro-
people emphasis in city design and transport 
planning has had a profound and growing 
impact on Australian cities.  
 
The work of Gehl has focussed on city 
centres and by showing how walkability 
increases economic, social and 
environmental benefits in the heart of the 
city, the surrounding suburbs are challenged 
to reduce their car dependence. However, 
the challenge for creating a city beyond the 
car will be to build such walkable centres 
throughout the suburbs.  
 
Contact email: Anne.Matan@Curtin.edu.au 
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